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Introduction 

Montana State Parks (MSP), a Division of Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) , proposes to 

manage the black-tailed prairie dog population at First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park in order to 

protect cultural,  archeological, and heritage resources at the park.  

 

Black-tailed prairie dog colonies are causing damage to cultural and archeological resources at First 

Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park (FPBJ or First Peoples Buffalo Jump, hereafter). Designated a 

National Historical Landmark by the National Park Service in 2015 after decades of research, First 

Peoples Buffalo Jump contains outstanding heritage resources, and their protection is the highest 

priority of the park. Prairie dogs have expanded their territory in and adjacent to the park ten -fold 

since 1996, and appear likely to continue to expand their territor y. Where prairie dogs and cultural 

resources overlap, prairie dog activity is moving, burying, and potentially destroying cultural, 

archeological, and heritage resources. MSP proposes to control prairie dogs where such damage is 

occurring.  

 

Black-tailed pr airie dogs are currently estimated to occupy 2.4 million acres in North America 

(Hamilton, 2009, 63348), including more than 190,000 acres in Montana (Rauscher et al., 2013). There 

ÐÚɯÖÕÓàɯÖÕÌɯÉÜÍÍÈÓÖɯÑÜÔ×ɯÖÍɯ%/!)ɀÚɯÚÐáÌɯÈÕËɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ(Aaberg, 2013). Consistent 

ÞÐÛÏɯ%/!)ɀÚɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɭheritage resource protectionɭand the overall vitality of the prairie 

dog population, the unique heritage resources at First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park need to be 

protected from prairie dogs.  

 

The Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) (Montana Code Annotated 1 Title 75) requires state 

agencies to analyze the impact of state actions on the human environment in a systematic, 

interdisciplinary manne r. An Environmental Assessment is utilized by agencies to facilitate 

transparency and public discussion, and to determine whether impacts to the human environment 

are significant and therefore necessitate, under MEPA, an Environmental Impact Statement. This 

#ÙÈÍÛɯ$ÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛÈÓɯ ÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÖÜÛÓÐÕÌÚɯ,2/ɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌËɯ/ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯ#ÖÎɯ,ÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯ/ÓÈÕɯÈÕËɯ

discusses potential alternative courses of action. MSP has reached the conclusion that the proposed 

action does not significantly affect the human environment. MSP welcomed public comment 

regarding: a) this environmental analysis; b) the proposed action; and c) the determination that 

adverse impacts from the proposed action are not significant. MSP utilized  comments to inform a 

final decision regarding the First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park Prairie Dog Management Plan. 

 

  

                                                        
1 Hereafter MCA.  
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1. Purpose of and Need for the Proposed Action 

Montana State Parks proposes to manage the black-tailed prairie dog population at First Peoples 

Buffalo Jump State Park in order to protect cultural, archeological, and heritage resources whose 

integrity is threatened by prairie dog burrowing. Any action by a state agency mu st be evaluated for 

potential environmental impacts under the Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA). This 

ËÖÊÜÔÌÕÛɯÊÖÔ×ÙÐÚÌÚɯ,2/ɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌËɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯ,$/ ɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÐÖÕȭ 

 
1.1 Background and Threat to Resources 

The purpose of this plan and environmental assessment is to actively manage the black-tailed prairie 

dog population  at First Peoples Buffalo Jump to protect the cultural, archeological, and heritage 

resources of the park; protect public health, safety, and welfare; conserve natural processes and 

conditions; ÈÕËɯÔÈÕÈÎÌɯ×ÈÙÒɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÐÕɯÈÊÊÖÙËÈÕÊÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÒɀÚɯƖƔƔƙɯ,ÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯ/ÓÈÕ and 

other relevant guidance. 

 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park, at 2,180 acres, is located in central Montana, approximately  14 

miles southwest of Great Falls. The park is managed by Montana State Parks, a division of FWP. 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park is the most significant , best preserved, and largest buffalo 

jump in the United States, rivaled globally only by the Head -Smashed-In Buffalo Jump World 

Heritage Site in Alberta (Aaberg, 2013). Native Americans used the site for roughly 6,000 years to 

herd buffalo off the cliffs to provide for their annual food supply  (Aaberg, 2013). Important 

historical  features at FPBJ include pre-contact tipi rings, trip walls, bison butchering areas, 

campsites, and over 1,300 bison drive line features (Scott, 2011). In 2015, First Peoples Buffalo Jump 

State Park was designated a National Historical  Landmark by the National Park Service, recognizing 

the exceptional importance of the site in preserving and presenting ÛÏÌɯÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÖÍɯ,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ

peoples. Protecting %/!)ɀÚɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓÓà-recognized heritage ÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÐÚɯ,2/ɀÚɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÈÛɯ

FPBJ 2ÛÈÛÌɯ/ÈÙÒȰɯÉàɯɁÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɂɯ,2/ɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

ÚÐÛÌɀÚɯÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌȮɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓȮɯÈÕËɯÈÙÊÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÛÌÎÙÐÛàɯȹÚÌÌɯ2ÌÊÛÐÖÕɯƖȭƕȺ. 

 

Black-tailed prairie dog s (Cynomys ludovicianusȺɯɁÈÙÌɯÏÌÙÉÐÝÖÙÖÜÚȮɯËÐÜÙÕÈl, colonial, burrowing 

ÎÙÖÜÕËɯÚØÜÐÙÙÌÓÚɂɯ(Nistler, 2009).2  It is unclear whether prairie dogs inhabited FPBJ proper prior to 

the mid -1990s, but black-tailed pra irie dogs are native to this part of central Montana. Prairie dogs 

serve an important ecological role as prey and in terms of environmental modification (Rauscher et 

al., 2013). Retention of a prairie dog population at FPBJ State Park is ÈÓÐÎÕÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯ,2/ɀÚɯÖÝÌÙÈÓÓɯ

mission, provided that it is consistent with protection of heritage resources. Over the last 20 years 

the black-tailed prairie dog population at FPBJ has grown from a single colony of  60 acres in 1996 to 

a complex with nine colonies together exceeding 588 acres, at least a ten-fold increase.  

 

The prairie dog population is causing damage to heritage resources at FPBJ. Prairie dog burrows 

cover the same area as significant  archeological features at the park. Individual prairie  dog burrows 

each reach depths of three to 15 feet, and lengths of 13 to 109 feet (Hoogland, 1995; Sheets et al., 

                                                        
2 (ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯËÖÊÜÔÌÕÛȮɯɁ×ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯËÖÎɂɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÉÓÈÊÒ-tailed prairie dog unless otherwise specified; white -tailed prairie 

dogs are the only other prairie dog species endemic to Montana, and occur only within a very restricted range.  
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1971), while mounds at burrow entrances are generally one to two feet high (Montana Department 

of Agriculture, Revised 2014). Burrowing disturbs artifacts and other material above ground and 

beloÞȮɯ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐÈÓÓàɯËÈÔÈÎÐÕÎɯÈÙÛÐÍÈÊÛÚȰɯÈÓÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÙÌɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÛÖɯɁÙÌÈËÐÕÎɂɯ

historical  use of the site; and, by stratifying buried artifacts based on size, damaging our ability to 

understand the temporal relationship between artifacts  (Scott, 2015)(Balek, 2002; Bocek, 1986). 

 

Specifically, prairie dogs are burrowing under some drive line cairns at FPBJ and burying others. 

,2/ɀÚɯÈ××ÓÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊɯ+ÈÕËÔÈÙÒɯstatus (Aaberg, 2013), for example, stated that 

Ɂ×ortions of a prairie dog town encompass [a particular  driveline], resulting in destruction of some 

cairns by burrowing. If prairie dog expansion continues, t his adverse activity will impact additional 

ÈÓÐÎÕÔÌÕÛÚȭɂɯ/ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯËÖÎɯÉÜÙÙÖÞÐÕÎɯÏÈÚɯÈÓÚÖɯËÌÚÛÙÖàÌËɯ×ÖÙÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÐÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÕÛÈÐÕÚɯtipi  rings, 

time-sensitive artifacts, and potentially dateable organics (Aaberg, 2013). Tipi rings at FPBJ are 

more-than-ÜÚÜÈÓÓàɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯɁArcheological excavation and use of optically stimulated 

luminescence dating may allow for tipi ring age determinations that pre -date the earliest known use 

of tipi rings in M ÖÕÛÈÕÈɯÈÕËɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÌÚÛÌÙÕɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɂɯ(Aaberg, 2013). 

 

Consistent with MSP concerns, the Montana State Historic Preservation Office has expressed 

concern over the damage from prairie dog activ ity at First Peoples Buffalo Jump: 

 

While some effects such as transport and mislocation of carbon 14 sample material may be unlikely at 

First People's - were that material found to be present it would be a critically important loss. More 

obvious impacts are krotovinas (sediment filled burrows) resulting in churning and translocation of 

soil matrix in extensive underground cavities and tunnels. Lithic scatters may "disappear." Partial to 

complete disturbance of the soil matrix can occur. Also obvious is the lateral and vertical movement of 

even large stones in rock alignments, stone rings and other surface features. Rock cairns collapse. [...] 

The visibility of the surface features at First People's is a critical and highly invocative value to public 

interpretation and broader Native American community values. This visibility is in the process of 

being severely diminished. We concur that the prairie dog activity is extremely detrimental and 

should be vigorously addressed. 

 

Where prairie dog burrows  overlap wi th heritage resources, they conflict with the primary objective 

of the park: preservation of unique cultural, archeological, and heritage resources. MSP believes that 

failure to remove the prairie dogs that are impacting heritage resources would be a failure to protect 

these important and irreplaceable artifacts. Accordingly, this document assesses different potential 

strategies for managing the prairie dog population to protect heritage resources . This environmental 

assessment considers only management activities on land within FPBJ boundaries; it considers 

potential cumulative impacts from actions by private landowners and/or Montana Department of 

Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) to the extent determinable. This assessment will result 

in a Prairie Dog Management Plan for First Peoples State Park which MSP will implement. 
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1.2 Management Objectives 

The objectives of the First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park Prairie Dog Management Plan (2005) are, 

in order of importance, to:  

 

1. Protect cultural, archeological, and heritage resources from damage.   

2. Retain or restore ecological conditions likely pertaining prior to European -American 

settlement, including the potential presence of prairie dogs, to  the extent such conditions are 

determinable and achievable.  

To accomplish those objectives, this assessment evaluates alternative potential management 

strategies and their potential effects.  

 
1.3 Location 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park is located in central Montana, approximately  14 miles 

southwest of Great Falls between the Sun and Missouri River Valleys (see Figure 1). The park is 

surrounded by state school trust lands administered by DNRC and by private lands. The park 

encompasses the cliff over which bison were guided, the drivelines on the benchland leading to the 

cliff, and some of the flatlands below the cliff.  
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FIGURE 1.  FIRST PEOPLES BUFFALO JUMP STATE PARK  REGION  
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1.4 Current Management 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park is managed 

according to its 2005 Management Plan. First 

Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park specifically 

welcomes Native American use for worship, 

celebration, and reconnection with ancestors. The 

jump was within the traditional territories of the 

Shoshone, Blackfeet, Salish, Kootenai, and Kiowa 

(Scott, 2011). The cliffs figure prominently in oral 

histories of American Indian tribes, including the 

Nez Perce, Shoshone, Bannock, Salish, Kootenai, 

Crow, Assiniboine, Gros Ventre, and Blackfeet 

(Thompson, 2016). The park is today used for 

periodic ceremonies by the Blackfeet, Chippewa-

Cree, and Little Shell Chippewa, and is visited by 

individual members of other tribes for ceremonial 

or other purposes (Thompson, 2016).  

 

FPBJ provides a diverse range of recreational and 

educational opportunities for the general public. 

The park averaged over 16,000 visits per year from 

2011 to 2015 (see Figure 3). A modern visitor center 

below the cliff was opened in 1999 and features 

interpreÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÕÈÛÐÝÌɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌÚɀɯËÈÐÓàɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯ

programming detailing the importance of bison to native people of the Great Plains. Three miles of 

trails between the visitor center and the top of the jump provide opportunities for visitors to 

experience a native grassland prairie ecosystem; the cliffs of the buffalo jump; stunning vistas; a rich, 

cultural landscape; and wildlife including prairie dogs and other species. 

 

FIGURE 2.  FIRST PEOPLES BUFFALO JUMP 

STATE PARK, AUGUST 2 016. 
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FIGURE 3.  FIRST PEOPLES BUFFALO JUMP STATE PARK  VISITATION, 2011 -2015 

 
 
Public recreation activities specifically associated with prairie dog colonies in the park consist of 

viewing or photographing black -tailed prairie dogs and associated wildlife species in their natural 

habitat. 

 
1.5 Relevant Plans, Laws, Rules, and Documents 

Management decisions at First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park are subject to a number of federal, 

state, and inter-ÚÛÈÛÌɯ×ÖÓÐÊÐÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯÈÙÌɯÛÐÌÙÌËɯÛÖɯ,2/ɀÚɯÚÛÈÛÜÛÖÙàȮɯÙÌÎÜÓÈÛÖÙàȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÖÓÐÊàɯËÐÙÌÊÛÐÖÕȭɯ

MSP intends to actively manage prairie dogs and habitat in First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park 

consistent with the following plans, laws, and environmental compliance documents:  

 

¶ Endangered Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S.C. 1531-1544 87 Stat. 884) 

¶ Montana Environmental Policy Act (MCA 75 -1-102(1)) 

¶ Histor ical Sites Act of 1935 (54 U.S.C. 320101-320106) and National Historical Preservation 

Act of 1966 (54 U.S.C. 300101 et seq.) 

¶ Montana Antiquities Act (MCA 22 -3-421 to 22-3-442) 

¶ Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Cultural Resources (Administrative Rules of Monta na3 

12.8.501 to 12.8.510) 

¶ Montana Pest Management law (MCA 80-7-1101) 

¶ Prairie Dog Management prepared by Montana Department of Agriculture (Montana 

Department of Agriculture)  

¶ Ulm Pishkun State Park Management Plan (2005) 

¶ First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park Heritage Resource Preservation Plan (2011) 

¶ Conservation Plan for Black-Tailed and White -Tailed Prairi e Dogs in Montana (Montana 

Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002)   

¶ Multi -State Conservation Plan for the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog (Luce, 2003) 

                                                        
3 Hereafter ARM.  
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1.5.1 General Authority  

,2/ɯÐÚɯÊÏÈÙÎÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÑÜÙÐÚËÐÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÚÛÈÛÌɯ×ÈÙÒÚɯɁ%ÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌÚɯÖÍɯÊÖÕÚÌÙÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÌÕÐÊȮɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓ, 

archaeologic, scientific, and recreational resources of the state, providing for their use and 

enjoyment, and contributin g to the cultural, recreational, and economic life of the people and their 

ÏÌÈÓÛÏɂɯȹ," ɯƖƗ-1-101, 102). This directive grants MSP the discretion to navigate the tensions 

between conservation of resources and the use and enjoyment of resources. The proposed 

management plan is consistent with this direction.  

 
1.5.2 Heritage Resources 

In 2015, the U.S. Department of the Interior National Park Service (NPS) responded to a nomination 

from MSP by designating First Peoples Buffalo Jump a National Historical Landma rk (NHL) (see 36 

CFR 65.1 - 10). NFL listing is an exclusive designation that has been bestowed on about 2,500 sites 

nationally (see https://www.nps.gov/nhl/ ȺȭɯɁ3ÏÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓɯ+ÈÕËÔÈÙÒÚɯ

Program is to focus attention on [historical] properties of exceptional value to the nation as a whole 

ÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÛÖɯÈɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÙɯÓÖÊÈÓÐÛàɂɯȹƗƚɯ"%1ɯƚƙȭƖȹÈȺȺȮɯÈÕËɯ%ÐÙÚÛɯ/ÌÖ×ÓÌÚɯ!ÜÍÍÈÓÖɯ)ÜÔ×ɯÞÈÚɯ

designated due to its importance to Native American history and culture, and its importance, 

thereby and as well, to the people of the nation as a whole. FPBJ is the largest and most significant 

buffalo jump in the United States (Aaberg, 2013). NHL listing (like the listing on the less -exclusive 

National Register of Historical Places that FPBJ has enjoyed since 1972) does not impose any federal 

restrictions on management of a listed property; rather, it recognizes important qualities and makes 

properties eligible for certain historical preservation grants. Managing First Peoples Buffalo Jump to 

×ÙÖÛÌÊÛɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓȮɯÈÙÊÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓȮɯÈÕËɯÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÐÚɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÛÌɀÚɯ

national importance.  

 

,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÓÈÞɯÙÌØÜÐÙÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÈÎÌÕÊÐÌÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛɯɁÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛÐÌÚɂ4 such as First 

Peoples Buffalo Jump on state-owned lands (MCA 22 -3-424). FWP will  therefore consider heritage 

×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛÐÌÚɯɁÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌɯÖÍɯ×ÙÌÚÌÙÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÈÝÖÐËȮɯÞÏÌÕÌÝÌÙɯÍÌÈÚÐÉÓÌȮɯ

department actions or department assisted or licensed actions that substantially alter heritage 

×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛÐÌÚɯÖÙɯ×ÈÓÌÖÕÛÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÓÈÕËÚɂɯȹ 1,ɯƕƖȭƜȭƙƔƕȺȭ The Montana Antiquities Act 

(MCA 22-3-421 to 22-3-442) and FWP ARM rules (12.8.501 to 12.8.510) call for the protection of 

significant heritage  properties. 

 

The proposed FPBJ Prairie Dog Management Plan, in taking steps to prevent harm to a heritage site 

and to cultural and heritage resources, is consistent with the Montana Antiquities Act and other 

general direction. 

 
1.5.3 Authority to Manage Prairie Dogs 

Responsibility and authority to "supervise Montana ɀs wildlife" are given to the Montana Department 

of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (Section 87-1-201, MCA ). The Administrative Rules of Montana (12.8.102) 

ÚÛÈÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÓÓɯÉÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛÌËɯÛÖÞÈÙËɯretention of state parks in as near a natural 

ÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕɯÈÚɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌȮɯÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÐÔ×ÈÐÙÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÌÊÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚɯÈÕËɯÝÈÓÜÌÚȭɂɯ3ÏÌɯÉÓÈÊÒ-tailed 

                                                        
4 Ɂ ÕàɯËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛȮɯÚÐÛÌȮɯÉÜÐÓËÐÕÎȮɯÚÛÙÜÊÛÜÙÌȮɯÖÙɯÖÉÑÌÊÛɯÓÖÊÈÛÌËɯÜ×ÖÕɯÖÙɯÉÌÕÌÈÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÛÏɯÖÙɯÜÕËÌÙɯÞÈÛÌÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛɯ

ÐÕɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàȮɯÈÙÊÏÐÛÌÊÛÜÙÌȮɯÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎàȮɯÖÙɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɂɯȹ," ɯƖƖ-3-421). 
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prairie dog is a natural and important part of the short -grass prairie that once covered this portion of 

Montana. 

 

The black-tailed prairie dog has been the subject of considerable attention due to its decline from 

historical population levels and its relationship with the endangered black -footed ferret, an obligate 

species that cannot survive without prairie dogs (Kotliar et al., 2006). The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS), charged with administration of the Endangered Species Act, listed the black-

footed ferret as an endangered species in 1967.5 3Öɯ,2/ɀÚɯÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌȮɯÉÓÈÊÒ-footed ferrets do not 

occur at First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park, and the complex is not large enough to support a 

viable ferret population (Knowles, 2012). Accordingly, the Endangered Species Act should not be 

implicated by management decisions at the state park. However, any prairie dog control efforts 

would be preceded by a review of the affected area for nongame wildlife, including black -footed 

ferrets. 

 

In 1998, USFWS was petitioned to list the black-tailed prairie dog as a threatened species. In 2000, 

based on estimates that black-footed prairie dogs survived at roughly 2% of their historical 

population levels (Manes, 2006, 174), USFWS determined that listing was warranted but precluded 

by other priorities (Hamilton, 2009, 63344). Potentially affected states, in response to the petition to 

list, undertook conservation measures. As part of this effort, the Montana legislature augmented t he 

×ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯËÖÎɀÚɯÌßÐÚÛÐÕÎɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÚɯÈɯÝÌÙÛÌÉÙÈÛÌɯ×ÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÕÌÌËɯÖÍɯÚÜ××ÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɯ

Department of Agriculture ( MCA 80-7-1101) with dual listing as a nongame species to be managed 

for perpetuation by FWP (Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks, 2007). Montana, via FWP, also joined 

other affected western states in developing the multi -state Black Tailed Prairie Dog Conservation 

Assessment and Strategy and its addendum, the Multi -State Conservation Plan for the Black-Tailed 

Prairie Dog (Luce, 2003). As part of the multi -state effort a collaborative group of state, federal, and 

tribal actors led by FWP devised the Conservation Plan for Black-Tailed and White -Tailed Prairie 

Dogs in Montana (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002) . 

 

The inter-state conservation effort, as well as improved population estimates, prompted USFWS to 

drop the black-tailed prairie dog from threatened candidacy in 2004. Since 2004 USFWS has rejected 

a second petition for listing (Hamilton, 2009)ȮɯÈÕËɯ,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɀÚɯÊÓÈÚÚÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ×ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯËÖÎÚɯÈÚɯ

nongame wildlife lapsed and was not renewe d, leaving them classified only as vertebrate pests 

(Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks, 2007). Montana remains party to the multi -state conservation plan 

and continues to observe the Montana Conservation Plan (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 

2002), which established abundance and distribution goals for black -tailed prairie dogs in Montana, 

and suggested strategies for achieving them. 

 

The proposed Prairie Dog Management Plan for First Peoples Buffalo Jump is consistent with 

general management direction and the Montana Conservation Plan. The most recent population 

estimates for Montana (completed in 2008) determined that active prairie dog colonies in Montana 

occupied more than 77,000 hectares (190,000 acres), almost twice the 42,000 hectares targeted by the 

Montana Prairie Dog Working Group in 2002  (Montana Prairie Dog Worki ng Group, 2002; Rauscher 

et al., 2013), indicating that Montana is meeting the distribution and abundance goals articulated in 

                                                        
5 The U.S. Department of the Interior produced the first s uch listing in 1967 under the authority of the Endangered 

Species Protection Act of 1966 (U.S. Department of the Interior Fish and Wildlife Service, 2013). 
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the Conservation Plan. Further, the Montana Conservation Plan recognizes that either eradication or 

density reductions of prai rie dog colonies may be necessary or desirable in specific instances where 

prairie dog activity conflicts with other values (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002, 22).  

  
1.5.4 First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park Management Plan 

To comply with general guidance and devise site -specific policy, MSP develops management plans 

for state parks. The 2005 Management Plan for FPBJ seeks to protect cultural and biological values at 

the park. The Management Plan directs that Ɂ3ÏÌɯÕÈÛÜÙÈÓȮɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

park will be managed to approx ÐÔÈÛÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÜÚÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯÉÜÍÍÈÓÖɯÑÜÔ×ȭɂɯ

3ÏÌɯ×ÓÈÕɯÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯɁpreservation of the native open prairie lands and the flora  and fauna that 

constitute the ÝÐÌÞɯÚÏÌËɯÞÐÓÓɯÉÌɯÈɯ×ÙÐÖÙÐÛàɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÒȭɂ The Management Plan also discusses the 

threat to park resources that prairie dogs had, even in 2005, begun to present, and called for 

preparation of a Prairie Dog Management Plan like this one to both protect park resources from 

prairie dog impacts and retain black -tailed prairie dogs.  

 

MSP has also completed a Heritage Resource Preservation Plan (Scott, 2011) for FPBJ elucidating 

park management strategies to protect heritage resources from vandalism, illegal collection, and 

other threats. The Heritage Plan does not speak directly to prairie dogs. 

 
1.5.5 Shooting 

Shooting prairie dogs within the boundary of the park is expressly prohibited du e to public safety 

concerns and in accordance with Administrative Rules of Montana  12.8.202.  

 
1.5.6 Good Neighbor Policy 

,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɯÚÛÈÛÜÛÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ,2/ɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÌɯÈɯɁÎÖÖËɯÕÌÐÎÏÉÖÙɂɯ×ÖÓÐÊàȮɯÈÛÛÌÔ×ÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÚÏÐÌÓËɯ

neighboring landowners from impacts such as tr espassing and invasive weeds related to 

recreational use (MCA 23-1-126, 23-1-127). As a matter of courtesy and in compliance with this 

×ÖÓÐÊàɯ,2/ɯÛÈÒÌÚɯÐÕÛÖɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÕÌÐÎÏÉÖÙÚɀɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÚɯÙÌÎÈÙËÐÕÎɯ×ÙÈÐÙÐÌɯËÖÎÚɯÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÐÚÚÜÌÚȭ 

 
1.5.7 Summary 

With this  Prairie Dog Management Plan MSP complies with all relevant direction by protecting and 

preserving important cultural, archeological, and heritage resources at FPBJ. The plan also complies 

with the Montana Prairie Dog Conservation Plan and other direction relevant to wildlife protection. 

MSP believes this plan navigates the tension between protecting unique heritage resources and 

conserving the nongame wildlife species that imperils them.  
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2. Cultural, Archeological, and Heritage Resources 

2.1 Definitions 

 ÚɯÕÖÛÌËɯÈÉÖÝÌȮɯ%6/ɯÐÚɯÊÏÈÙÎÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÐÕÎɯɁÛÏÌɯÚÊÌÕÐÊȮɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓȮɯÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎÐÊȮɯÚÊÐÌÕÛÐÍÐÊȮɯÈÕËɯ

ÙÌÊÙÌÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÌɂɯȹ," ɯƖƗ-1-101). All state agencies are required to take into 

ÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÖÍɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÚɯÖÕɯɁÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛÐÌÚȮɂɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÈɯÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàɯÐÚɯɁÈÕàɯ

district, site, building, structure, or object located upon or beneath the earth or under water that is 

ÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛɯÐÕɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàȮɯÈÙÊÏÐÛÌÊÛÜÙÌȮɯÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎàȮɯÖÙɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɂɯȹ," ɯƖƖ-3-421). 

 

To meet these duties, MSP considers such impacts at FPBJ in three categories: impacts to 

archeological resources, impacts to cultural resources, and impacts to heritage resources.  

 

Archeological Resources 

The National Register of Historical Places defines an archeological site ÈÚɯÈɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯɁÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯ

remnants of a past culture survive in a physical context that allows for the interpretation of these 

ÙÌÔÈÐÕÚɂɯ(Little et al., 2000, 7). An archeological resource is one of those physical remnants or any 

other feature that facilitates such interpretation. Archeological resources at FPBJ are grouped into 42 

important features  that provide insight into pre -contact Native American culture and practices 

(Aaberg, 2013). 

 

Cultural Resources  

MSP regards FPBJ as a traditional cultural property. As Parker (1993) identifies, in National Register 

programs,  

 

 ɯȿÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàɀɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàȮɯÈɯ×ÓÈÊÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÌÓÐÎÐÉÓÌɯÍÖÙɯÐÕÊÓÜÚÐÖÕɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

Register of Historical Places because of its association with cultural practices and beliefs that are (1) 

rooted in the history of a community, and (2) are important to maintaining the continuity of that 

ÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÉÌÓÐÌÍÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌÚȭ 

 
Montana tribes, particularly the Blackfeet, Chippewa -Cree, and the Little Shell Chippewa, continue 

to utilize FPBJ for ceremonies and other purposes; this use is rooted in the history of their respective 

tribes and is important to maintaining the continuit àɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÐÉÌÚɀɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÉÌÓÐÌÍÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌÚȭɯ

Accordingly, MSP understands FPBJ to be a site that meets the definition of a traditional cultural 

×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàȮɯÈÕËɯÏÌÙÌɯËÌÍÐÕÌÚɯɁÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɂɯÈÚɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯ%/!)ɯȹÈÙÊÏÈÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚȮɯ

artifacts, etc.) that contribute to its integrity as a traditional cultural property.  

 

Heritage  Resources 

,2/ɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÚɯɁÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɂɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÕɯÜÔÉÙÌÓÓÈɯÛÌÙÔɯÜÕËÌÙɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÉÖÛÏɯÈÙÊÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓȮɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊɯ

and traditional cultural resources fall, and which also includes other aspects of a site or object that 

contribute to its value as a heritage property. 

 

(Ô×ÈÊÛÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÛÏÙÌÌɯÛà×ÌÚɯÖÍɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÖÊÊÜÙɯÞÏÌÕɯÛÏÌàɯËÐÔÐÕÐÚÏɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɀɯÐÕÛÌÎÙÐÛàȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ

context MSP defines integrity in the same way that the Nat ional Park Service (1999, 36) does for a 

historical property:  
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Integrity is the ability of a property to convey its historical associations or attributes. The evaluation 

of integrity is somewhat of a subjective judgment, but it must always be grounded in an 

understanding of a property's physical features and how they relate to its historical associations or 

attributes. The NHL Survey recognizes the same seven aspects or qualities of integrity as the National 

Register. These are location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. 

 

(ÕɯÚÏÖÙÛÏÈÕËȮɯ,2/ɯÚÌÌÒÚɯÛÖɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯ%/!)ɀÚɯÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÙÌÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɀɯɁÐÕÛÌÎÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚÏÐ×ɯÈÕËɯ

ÐÕÛÌÎÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕɂɯ(Parker, 1993). 

 
2.2 Site History and Resources 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump is one of the 

oldest, largest, and best preserved bison 

jumps in North Am erica (Scott, 2011). The 

landscape encompassed by the Jump lies 

within traditional territories of  many tribes 

including the Shoshone, Blackfeet, Salish, 

Kootenai, and Kiowa Indians (Scott, 2011). 

Archeological research in the early 1990s 

found substantial evidence of jump use, 

including bison bones, projectile points, 

and animal processing tools, dating as far 

back as 300 AD. More recent research has 

shown that the site was likely used from 

approximately 4000 BC to 1750 AD 

(Aaberg, 2013). 

 

Mass procurement of bison was one of the most productive methods devised by pre-contact people 

for obtaining large quantities of food and hides from a single hunting event. The carefully laid out 

landscape design at First Peoples Buffalo Jump reflects the culmination of thousands of years of 

shared and passed-on knowledge regarding the Northern Plains environment  and topography and 

the behavior and anatomy of bison. Judging by the unusually extensive area that was used and the 

depth of its bison bone midden deposits, pre-contact peoples identified First Peoples Buffalo Jump 

as an especially effective location  for mass procurement of bison. It is evident that careful design and 

exact pÓÈÊÌÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯËÙÐÝÌɯÓÐÕÌÚɯÈÕËɯÉÐÚÖÕɯÛÙÐ×ɯÞÈÓÓÚɯÌÕÏÈÕÊÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÛÌɀÚɯÛopography;  the trip walls are  

unique to First Peoples (Scott, 2011). 

  

The buffalo jump is a 30-foot-high sandstone cliff called Taft Hill that extends for approximately one 

mile. The site was first designated a State Historical Monument in 1971 and then a State Park in 

1972. Originally referred to as Ulm Pishkun, the name of the park was derived from the Blackfeet 

word "Pis'kun," meaning "deep kettle of blood," and the nearby town of Ulm. The site was added to 

the National Register of Historic  Places in 1974. The park was renamed in 2007 to provi de a more 

descriptive title that would attract the public and evoke cultural sensitivity and unity  (Scott, 2011; 

Ulm Pishkun Advisory Committee and Montana Fish, 2005) .  

 

FIGURE 4. TRIP WALL AT FPBJ  
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In 2015, the park was designated a National Historical  Landmark, a high -level designation by the 

Secretary of the Interior that recognizes nationally significant historical  places that possess 

exceptional value or quality in illustrating or interpreting the heritage of the United States. The only 

other site that approximates First Peoples BufÍÈÓÖɯ)ÜÔ×ɀÚɯÈÕÛÐØÜÐÛàȮɯÐÕÛÌÎÙÐÛàȮɯÌßÛÌÕÛȮɯÈÕËɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯ

and variety of contributing elements is Head -Smashed-In Buffalo Jump, a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site located in Alberta, Canada (Aaberg, 2013). There is no site like FPBJ in the United States. 

 

FPBJ provides a window into  ÕÈÛÐÝÌɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌÚɀɯÞÈàɯÖÍɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÉÜÍÍÈÓÖɯÛÖɯ

the Great Plains Indian tribes. There are 1,300 stone cairns on the hilltop above the cliffs that are the 

remains of drivelines Native Americans used to guide buffalo to the cliff edge. Twenty -two tipi rings 

indicate camps that existed on top of the cliffs when drivelines were not in use. Archeological 

investigations have revealed that native peoples camped on the bench adjacent to the cliff base as 

well . NÈÛÐÝÌɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÎÈÛÏÌÙÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÌÈɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÒɀÚɯÊÓÐÍÍÚɯÛÖɯÏÜÕÛȮɯÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÌȮɯÈÕËɯÍÌÈÚÛȭɯ3ÏÌɯ

2011 Heritage Preservation Plan outlines the various feature types found in 2008 with a brief 

description as follows:  

 
FIGURE 5.  HISTORICAL FEATUR ES SURVEYED AT FIRST PEO PLES BUFFALO JUMP S.P., 2008 

Feature Description 

Stone Alignments/ 

Drive Lines 

Characterized by rock cairns consisting of generally 4-15 rocks or 

more that follow a linear pattern used to drive or haze bison 

towards the cliffs at Taft Hill. 

Tipi Rings Circles of stones which once held down bottom edge of a tipi and 

helped keep out cold and drafts. Size ranges from 4-7 meters in 

diameter. One very large circle may have been used by a larger 

group for ceremonies. 

Cultural Material Scatter Features are evidenced by chipped stone tools and flakes that 

resulted from the sharpening or creation of stone tools. 

Rock Cairns Singular rock cairn features that did not serve as part of an 

alignment. 

Trip Walls Unique to First Peoples and have not been documented elsewhere 

in Montana. Include stacked rocks that are approximately 30-90 

centimeters off the ground and are comprised of 1000s of stones. 

Features are generally at least on meter wide and 15-40 meters 

long. 

Historical Sites Total of nine historical features were recorded, including 

depressions, stone buildings, wells, and homesteads. 

 

More recent history at the site includes homesteading and the operation of a stone quarry between 

1889 and 1905. Bone mining occurred from 1945 to 1947 at the site, using the buffalo bone meal for 

cattle-feed supplement and fertilizer. Artifact collecting began in the 1950s and 1960s, prompting 

early efforts to establish the area as a state park to protect the valuable cultural resources. 

 

Because FPBJ plays a prominent role in the oral histories of several Native American tribes, and 

continues to host ceremonies and other visits from tribes and tribal members, it is clear that FPBJ is 

ÐÕÛÌÎÙÈÓɯÛÖɯɁÊÜÓÛÜÙÈl practices and beliefs that are (1) rooted in the history of a community, and (2) 

ÈÙÌɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÉÌÓÐÌÍÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌÚɂɯ

(Parker, 1993). FPBJ possesses great integrity of relationship and integrity of condition, and great 

value as a cultural resource.   
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3. Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Resource 

3.1 Park Landscape 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park is almost entirely grassland that includes native and 

introduced species of grasses and forbs. The native grassland component consists of western 

wheatgrass, blue gama, and needle-and-thread grass. Other species present in abandoned 

agricultural fields include crested wheatgrass, alfalfa, and slender wheat grass. Cheatgrass, an 

introduced species, occurs throughout the area. Vegetation at the base of the cliffs  is dominated by 

deciduous shrubs and great basin wild rye.  

 

First Peoples Buffalo Jump State Park provides habitat for a variety of wildlife. Ungulates roam the 

grasslands, while the combination of cliffs and abundant prey provide excellent habitat for raptors 

to hunt and nest. Some years burrowing owls have been resident in the prairie dog colonies within 

or adjacent to the park. Mountain plovers have also been observed at the colonies (Hopkins, 2012). 

The combination of cliffs and prairie dog colonies also provide excellent rattlesnake habitat.  

 
3.2 Prairie Dog Population Overview  

The black-tailed prairie dog was once widely distributed throughout the Great Plains from southern 

Canada to northern Mexico and historically occurred in large colonies, some of which were up to 20-

40 miles long in Montana (Know les et al., 2002) and up to 250 miles long elsewhere (Bailey, 1905, 90). 

During  the 1900s, prairie dog numbers declined drastically due to government-sponsored control 

programs, conversion of grassland habitat to croplands, and major plague outbreaks. Prairie dogs 

appear to be rebounding from a nadir that occurred at some time in the  middle of the previous 

century: abundance of prairie dogs has increased seven-fold since 1961 (Hamilton, 2009, 63349). 

 

The subject of inter-agency management guidelines as early as 1988 due to its relationship with the 

black-footed ferret (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002) , the black-tailed prairie dog was 

petitioned for federal listing as a threatened species in 1998 under the Endangered Species Act due 

to dwindling populations , the decline of large complexes, lack of regulatory protection, plague, and 

habitat loss. After several investigations and petitions, and listing as a candidate threatened species 

from 2000 to 2004, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service found in 2009 that the black-tailed prairie dog is 

not in danger of extinction now nor is it likely to become so in the foreseeable future throughout all 

or a significant portion of its rang e, and listing, therefore, is not warranted (Hamilton, 2009).6 The 

black-tailed prairie dog is listed by the Montana Natural Heritage Program as a species of concern, a 

ÓÐÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÕÍÌÙÚɯÕÖɯÓÌÎÈÓɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÐÖÕȮɯÉÜÛɯÏÐÎÏÓÐÎÏÛÚɯɁÕÈÛÐÝÌɯ,ÖÕÛÈÕÈɯÈÕÐÔÈÓÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÛÖɯ

ÉÌɯȿÈÛɯÙÐÚÒɀɯËÜÌɯÛÖɯËÌÊÓÐÕÐÕÎɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯtrends, threats to their habitats, and/or restricted 

ËÐÚÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÖÕɂɯ(Montana Natural Heritage Program, 2016). 

 

According to the Conservation Plan for Black -Tailed and White -Tailed Prairie Dogs in Montana 

(Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002)  and Rauscher (2013), black-tailed prairie dogs in 

Montana maintain a population distributed through roughly 90% of the ir  known historical range 

                                                        
6 If black-tailed prairie dog were to be listed at some point in the future, the management plan for FPBJ would be 

reviewed and amended as necessary to comply with the ESA with regard to the management of prairie dogs. 
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(Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002) . The goal of the Conservation Plan is to provide for 

management of prairie dog populations and habitats to ensure long-term viability of prairie dogs 

and associated species. The Conservation Plan called for active prairie dog colonies on 90,000 ɬ 

104,000 acres of land in the state (excluding Tribal lands) (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 

2002, 16). A 2008 aerial survey of the state yielded an estimate of 191,000 acres of active prairie dog 

ÊÖÓÖÕÐÌÚɯȹÌßÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯ3ÙÐÉÈÓɯÓÈÕËÚȺȮɯÕÌÈÙÓàɯËÖÜÉÓÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÕÚÌÙÝÈÛÐÖÕɯ/ÓÈÕɀÚɯÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÕÎɯ

that the status of prairie dogs in Montana is more secure than previously thought.  

 
FIGURE 6.  RECORDS OF PRAIRIE DOG CO LONY LOCATIONS IN MO NTANA.  

 
 

Counties (slashed) in Montana, USA, surveyed for black-tailed prairie dogs in 2008 and records of 

prairie dog colony locations (dots). Source: Rauscher et al. 2013. 

 
3.3 Population Distribution Within the Park 

Historical records cite the presence of prairie dogs along the upper Missouri River before European-

American settlement of the area (Cooper, 1869). It is unknown whether prairie dogs were present at 

the FPBJ site when the buff alo jump was used in hunting . Aerial photos of FPBJ from 1937 and 1950 

do not show any prairie dog towns. The FPBJ prairie dog complex was first mapped in 1996, when 

only one 60-acre colony existed.  

 

Conservation agencies identify prairie dog colonies within seven kilometers (4.4 miles) of each other 

as part of the same complex, because this is roughly the upper distance that individuals disperse 

from home colonies (Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002; Hoogland, 2006). Since its first 

quantification in 1996, the prair ie dog colony at FPBJ has grown more than ten-fold into a complex 

that encompasses seven colonies within and immediately adjacent to the park (588 acres; see Figure 
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7)7 and two colonies roughly 2.5 miles to the southwest of the park (SW1 and SW2) that occur on a 

mix of private and leased DNRC land. SW1 was estimated to be 127 acres in 2003 (Kellogg, 2016), 

and 541 acres in 2011, but current acreage estimates for the SW colonies are unavailable; MSP knows 

that SW1 was poisoned in 2015, and knows that prairie dogs currently occupy both SW1 and SW2. 

Figure 7 enumerates the change in prairie dog colony acreage since 1996; a dash indicates lack of 

data. Figure 8 shows acreage changes for the seven colonies within and immediately adjacent to the 

park since 2005. 

 
FIGURE 7.  FPBJ PRAIRIE DOG COMPLEX ACREAGE BY Y EAR 

Colony 1996 2005 2007 2011 2012 2014 

N1 0 0 16 24 

67 

20 

N2 0 0 4 8 2 

N3 0 0 32 43 40 

N4 0 0 5 10 10 19 

S1 60 181 210 214 192 228 

S2 0 0 43 80 85 93 

S3 0 89 94 119 137 186 

FPBJ + Adj. Subtotal 60 270 404 498 491 588 

       

SW1 - - - 541 - - 

SW2 - - - - - - 

TOTAL 60 270 404 1039 491 588 

 

 

 

 
  

                                                        
7 FWP does not have data on prairie dog population numbers. Because of the difficulty of counting prairie dogs, the 

extent of active colonies is generally used as a proxy to estimate species abundance (Biggins et al., 2006; Rauscher et 

al., 2013; Montana Prairie Dog Working Group, 2002). 
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FIGURE 8.  PRAIRIE DOG DISTR IBUTION  AT FIRST PEOPLES BUFFALO JUMP S.P., 2005 - 2014 

 
 

  


























































